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of the Moslem conquests. Fifty years after the Prophet's flight to Medina, Islam was supreme in Spairf, North Africa, Asia Minor, Arabia, Mesopotamia, and Persia, and was still spreading. As was to be expected, the empire founded in this way and built up so rapidly did not long hold together. The Benec Ornayah in Spain, the Moguls in India, and others founded separate Moslem states, denying allegiance to the Caliphate of Bagdad. None the less it is probable that Haroun-er-Easchid and his successors wielded more absolute power over a greater number of human beings than any rulers before or since their time. Gibbon, in the " Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire," points out how nearly France came to sharing the fate of Spain. The issue hung on a single battle,* in which the Moslems were worsted. Had the result been otherwise, the Conqueror would probably have been an Arab and England to-day a Moslem instead of a Christian country.
The Arabian empires fell in time, but the propagation of Islam was carried on by the Turks with almost equal energy, and in the seventeenth century once more it seemed likely to subjugate Christianity in the West as it had done in the East. The fear of this happening dominated European policy for centuries, and has not yet entirely disappeared.
The courts of the Moslem emperors were centres of light and learning in the dark ages. Science and art prospered under their rule, as many splendid monuments testify. The frugal simplicity of life inculcated by the Prophet, and practised by the first Caliphs, gave place with their successors to an unexampled extravagance.
It remains, before taking leave of the subject, to describe briefly the events in Arabia that followed on the death of Othman, the third Caliph, who was assassinated in A.H. 35.
Ali, by this time an old man, took his place, but his right to do so was challenged by Mouawiyah, who accused him, quite falsely in all probability, of being concerned in the murder of Othman. Civil war broke out, and the empire was divided till the murder of Ali at Kerbela in A.H. 40 left his rival in'possession of the field.
* Poitiers, ^B. 732,